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	Dear Reader,


	Thanks for picking up the complete Risqué Fae series! This book is a collection of all the novels, the short stories, and the deleted scenes in the Risqué Fae universe. I compiled it for your reading pleasure, and if you’re thinking “Well, I’ve already read the short stories and the novels,” I’ve included a special, never released short story from Titus’ POV.


	If this is the first time you’re hearing of my series, you can see the other books I’ve written in my Library, or you can sign up for my Newsletter. I send out weekly or bi-weekly sales, deals, and novel releases to my subscribers, and I’m always offering exclusive Free Downloads, contests, and other wonderful prizes. If you like MM or MMM erotica, this is the newsletter for you!


	Don’t forget that I’ve included a glossary at the end of the book, as well as a complete list of characters.


	Onward to glory. I hope you love this series, and if you’re compelled to leave a review of my work, I would appreciate it immensely. That, more than anything, helps me get in front of more readers.


 


	XOXO,


Monique Morgan




  

    

      

    

  




	Risqué Fae: Dripping Ambrosia 


	 


	An erotic story of a mortal kidnapped by the fae.


 


	Monique Morgan




	Content Warning and Introduction


	Each novel within this anthology will include a list of potentially triggering topics so you can read in comfort. Additionally, each novel is broken up into three parts, so you know exactly where to pick up.


	Risqué Fae is an LGBTQIA+ romantic erotica that celebrates queer relationships, kinky sex, and magic. This book is explicit and features a polyamorous gay pairing with a purposefully imperfect romance. There are inhuman qualities to some of the characters that skew toward the monstrous for your reading pleasure. 


	Some warnings include size kinks, biting/blood, voyeurism, masturbation, anal, degradation, praise, kidnapping, gender dysphoria/gender bending, minor bodily injuries, and implied drug use.


	Additionally, there is mention of two characters being distantly related through marriage, but not genetically related, who partake in sexual relations with one another. They did not know each other before the disintegration of the marriage(s), nor have they ever had a familial relationship/bond. Incest is not fetishized nor idealized, and it is not, nor will it ever be, a cornerstone of this story.


	Enter or retreat at your own discretion.


	




Part 1


	Del reached between his legs, his erection hot against his skin as it sat taut along his stomach, his mind tantalizingly blank. The only thing that mattered in that moment was his body and the feeling of pleasure that had him teetering on the edge of oblivion.


	He was so close, and Del’s breath came in a rush as he pressed his finger deep inside of himself, the satisfaction immediate as his spine pulled away from the mattress. He had been edging himself for what felt like ages and had finally been granted permission to cut the line that was tethering him to this world.


	Agitating and coaxing pleasure out of his body was bliss, especially as he kept the thrusts of his fingers shallow. He could only take so much, even if Del wanted to draw out the act, but he was too impatient as he pushed in another slick finger and instantly went for his prostate.


	Del bit down on his lip as heat flooded his body, his hips jumping involuntarily as he felt his end nearing. He had worked himself up into a tizzy, and now even the barest of touches felt like heaven.


	With just the indulgent pleasure of his fingers, Del could feel his eyes slipping shut, and his lungs stuttering for air.


	His free hand moved, and Del rubbed tightly over the head of his cock, the last of the pleasure cascading over him as his touch-starved body begged for release, the heat mounting until he couldn’t take a second longer.


	Del felt his hips buck before heat shot up his chest, his orgasm staggering him as Del huffed desperately. He kept his hips up for a little while longer as relief and satisfaction washed over him, before setting his body back down on the mattress so he could gasp and blink blearily into the room.


	It didn’t take long for Del to ground himself, the bliss short-lived as he breathed hard and stared up at the delicate chiffon and tassels hanging from the canopy of his bed.


	His orgasm really hadn’t been that grand now that he was catching his breath, the ebb of heat making him think—not for the first time—that climaxing had to be better with a partner. He wanted to be pushed farther, teased, and taunted into begging for release, but he hadn’t the patience to do that for himself, and every time he masturbated, it left him wanting.


	Del rose from the bed and sighed before swiping his fingers over his stomach, doing his best to tidy himself before searching for some spare linens. He always felt a bit guilty about leaving the laundry for Gildregarde and the other maids to clean, but he tried not to let that shame dampen his already fleeting pleasure.


	Really, it was foolish of him to be sneaking off to his room in the middle of the day to relieve himself when he knew getting redressed on his own was a hassle. He couldn’t help it though, his libido had only grown since he turned 14, and that was over five years ago now. His deviances hadn’t dwindled an ounce, even if he tried to hold out as much as possible so he wasn’t risking exposure.


	Gildregarde was the only maid that was allowed in his room, and it had been that way since he was a child, since his mother had feared that others finding out about him would lure the Winter Earl to their manor. Honestly, Del had started to doubt his mother’s fairy tales about the fae, and whether her hard-spun stories about his own life were anything other than a confused woman’s woes. But he kept to her plans regardless, and beyond Del’s elder sister and brother, the only other person who knew his true identity was Gildregarde.


	Del huffed a sigh and pulled his corset tighter around his middle, the cords loose and hanging off his hips and chest. He had discarded his outer dress somewhere at the foot of his bed, and managed to half pull himself from his ‘proper attire’ to get to his own body quicker.


	The shape-wear had been made for him specifically since he had a ‘slim figure,’ and if he pulled in his waist, it would look like he had curves. Del put on the unflattering pillows to wear under his bodice that were supposed to simulate cleavage and re-cinched the kirtle.


	For Del’s whole life, his mother had dressed and presented him as a girl to society. It was a necessity, he had been told, and though he had been jealous of the other boys and his own brother when they were allowed to ride, hunt, or learn sword-work, he had never fought his mother on the subject. Not when her stories of the Fae Realm itched at the corners of his consciousness and reminded him that the life he knew in this world could all be snatched away. If the Winter Earl ever found out that Osanna Blackard had gone back on her promise, his life could be forfeit.


	Del and his siblings had always been warned about the fae, and while his mother never put milk out on the sill for fear she would lure the creatures to their home, she did often send bread and pennies to the glade near their house to satiate the fair-folk. They never left the manor without a token in their pocket to trade away to a fae, and they avoided fairy circles or other such mystical places. Osanna’s rules regarding the fae were strict, but part of that warning came with their mother’s own deal she had struck two decades ago.


	She had been sick, so she said, sick with an illness that could not be cured by any mortal hands, so in a desperate bid, she had stumbled half-blind and wracked with pain deep into the Blackard’s hunting forest. Osanna had grown up with the fae lore, and she had never doubted it, even though such tales were considered old-fashioned and foolish by many these days. Most people saw the turn of the century as an omen of progress and refused to put stock in the old myths, but Osanna had never been persuaded to renounce her beliefs.


	She had begged for her life surrounded by the dark trees, offering anything for a chance to save herself and the life of her unborn child. Whether she truly thought anything would come of it, Del did not know, but a creature had been beckoned by her call, and the Winter Earl, Grimwald, had appeared to her by the shadows of the moon in the crisp, winter air.


	Osanna had always embellished and made the story grander than Del thought was necessary, but he supposed that if he had a life-or-death story in the cornerstone of his youth, he would probably make it grand as well. He had loved the fantasy as a child, and his mother had never balked at sharing it if they were somewhere private.


	Del had always been enthralled by the deal his mother made with Grimwald, but he knew it haunted her to this day. The Winter Earl promised to restore her health and allow her to live another fifty years if she gave him something precious in return. She offered him gold, silks, land, and luscious food, but Grimwald had demanded that she give him her second born son. Osanna had always said she pleaded and begged for another deal with Grimwald, but he would not be moved, so she agreed in the end, delirious with illness.


	Her oldest son, Wymond, had already been 4 by then, and when she finally gave birth after the fae’s blessing, she had bore a girl instead. At first, she said, it had been relieving, the fae had not come knocking, but upon Del’s birth, she had been horrified to have a second son.


	That was what started the whole deception, and why Del had been given a woman’s name at birth and had been painstakingly hidden from the outside world.


	Lord and Lady Blackard had three children on paper: a boy, Wymond, and two girls, Marcella and Cedel. Her deception had worked either way, and Del had lived his life as a woman. Or as close to being a woman as was possible, since no part of him felt like a girl, and in private, his family didn’t treat him like one either. Still, that meant he had to keep up pretenses; wear the proper attire, not take part in ‘boyish’ activities, or strive beyond his station.


	His father, Lord Lodwin Blackard, had supported Osanna’s belief in the fae bargain, citing it as the reason for her miraculous recovery. They had been happy for most of Del’s childhood, and he couldn’t remember his father ever asking Osanna to stop treating him like a girl. Del wasn’t sure if his father would have kept believing in it once his second son reached puberty, but he had passed away long before that ever happened.


	Del sighed as he managed to get the kirtle back in place and pulled the emerald-green gown over his head. It was a simple tunic, and with the high collar, the corset and the padding, it did a decent job of giving him a more womanly figure. He was still slight, but the attire was convincing enough that Del knew he didn’t draw attention. Or at least not the wrong attention. Men still looked, but that was one of the few things that had never really bothered him. He liked it when men looked at him, the only downfall to that was the fact that Del knew the men thought they were looking at a woman, not him.


	The one benefit of growing up as a girl was that he had always been able to look and gossip about men, so long as it stayed ladylike.


	He knew others didn’t have it so easy, but then again, Del had never gotten close enough to anyone to test that theory. His sister liked men, and they tittered to one another over handsome new guards or stable boys, and his brother liked women. They never spoke about women, so Del was unsure if there was more to it than that. It didn’t matter either way, he was likely doomed to be a spinster for the rest of his life.


	Del looked at himself in the mirror above his dresser, half turning to make sure his disguise was on properly. His hair was a mess from writhing on his mattress, and Del pulled his long, coppery locks over his shoulder to unknit his braid.


	He pleated his hair again and draped the braid over his chest, ever the lady, as he took one last look at himself in the mirror and then moved toward the door. He had to keep up pretenses no matter what, and he had been diligent over the years, knowing full well that the servants in the house were none-the-wiser. It helped that he had a pretty face, and he was unmuscular. He was feminine in an androgynous way, even though puberty had been hell, and he had started sprouting whiskers like every other man. It was annoying to stay on top of, but a healthy helping of mugwort and peppermint had assisted him with that, and from what he could gather, quite a few women had to deal with the same issue.


	The hallway was chilly with the first days of winter, and Del shivered in his gown as he made his way to the library. It was still early in the afternoon, and he intended to finish reading the scandalous book his sister had loaned him about a prince from faraway lands courting a woman of lesser rank—


	A shriek echoed off the stone walls of the manor, and Del froze as the sound hit him.


	The noise was blood-curdling, and Del felt dread pile in his gut as his mind tried to make sense of the scream. It had come from inside the house, and as Del had that realization, a loud bang and the sound of scuffling rose up from the kitchen.


	Without needing to think a second longer, Del rushed down the stairs, hiking up his skirts as the hallways of his home whipped past him.


	“Mother?” Del yelled into the house, knowing the sound of his mother’s voice anywhere, even if it was riddled with fear.


	“Mother!” Del called again, following the fracas as he sprinted into the kitchen, catching himself on the doorframe. Marcella appeared in the other doorway almost at the same time as him, and Del watched terror spread across her face before a clatter erupted from across the room.


	A vase smashed to the ground, and Del stared in wide-eyed horror as his attention fell to a creature in the middle of the kitchen. It was human in shape, but it had a hunched back and rust-coloured skin, much of its form hidden by the gnarled, black roots that tangled along its body. Shattered bits of clay were scattered around the beast’s shoes, its clunky, armoured feet clumsily scuffling through the mess.


	“Call him,” The creature demanded through gritted teeth, a sharp-looking weapon in one of its hands. Even though it didn’t stand straight, it still towered over Del’s mother, who stood whimpering in the monster’s grasp.


	“Let her go!” Del yelled, clutching his skirt and taking one bold step into the room, fear and adrenaline spiking through his body.


	The creature turned to look at him, and Del startled with a gasp as he laid eyes on the abomination’s face. Its nose was hooked like the withered branch of a tree, its skin pocked with knots and black ash. Everything about it was dark and dead except for its eyes, which shown bright blue like an icy frost. Its appearance ghastly and inhuman.


	Del had never seen anything like this, but as a chill gripped his heart, he knew that this creature couldn’t be anyone other than Grimwald, the Winter Earl.


	The spriggan turned to regard him, and its lips curled into a wizen grin, revealing sharp, predatory teeth.


	Del was locked in his spot between the doorframe and the kitchen, his body seized with fear as he took in the grisly creature. His sister whimpered, and Del watched as Grimwald’s eyes darted toward her, taking in the sight of them both.


	“Your daughters,” Grimwald enunciated, turning clumsily and dragging Osanna along with him, holding her by the collar.


	Del’s breath caught as he watched his mother’s toes skim the floor, her reach only barely keeping her upright. She’d choke and die if the fae kept holding her like that, and Del felt another jolt of bravery as he stepped forward to try and aid his mother.


	“Stop this—” Del demanded, his voice wavering with fright despite his desire to save Osanna.


	“Don’t—” she squeaked out, hands clutching at Grimwald’s forearms.


	Del lurched to a stop as the spriggan hauled Osanna to the side, showing them all how easy it was for him to lift this mortal woman off the ground, a glint of malevolence alighting behind his eyes.


	“Well, which one is it, Osanna?” the Winter Earl asked, his voice a mixture of scraping ice and the eerie creak of wood. “Or shall I take both of them and do away with the pretender?”


	“No!” Osanna gasped, clinging to the fae’s wrist as she tried to catch her breath.


	“A fair bargain I’d say, since you’ve been deceiving me all these years,” Grimwald bit out, shaking Lady Blackard and pulling a shrill wail from Marcella as she gripped the door on the other side of the room.


	Where was Wymond? Del knew that he didn’t stand a chance fighting a creature like this—he hadn’t the skill nor the strength, but Wymond was a proficient swordsman, and surely, he wouldn’t let his mother perish at the hands of some monster. But the only other people here other than Osanna, Marcella, and Del himself were the servants, and the women were huddled, whimpering in the corner of the kitchen. They were clutching one another and sobbing, few of them brave enough to even look at the fae that stood in the middle of the kitchen.


	“Let them go—please! Take me, I’m the one who betrayed you!” Osanna pleaded, heaving in a breath as she tried to look Grimwald in the eye.


	“And take an old crone like you? Phah! I could undo our bargain if you prefer, take those 20 years back and let you wither like a grape, find your son and take him either way,” The Earl threatened, pulling Osanna toward his face, making the woman’s eyes swell with tears.


	Wymond would not come in time, not quick enough to save their mother. Even if Del didn’t have the prowess, he was still a man, wasn’t he? He couldn’t just let his mother die!


	“If we tell you, will you let everyone else go?” Del asked, his voice pitched with fright.


	“Ced—” Osanna groaned; her voice tighter than it had been as Grimwald’s grip squeezed the air from her.


	“Smart child…” Grimwald replied impishly, speaking over top of Osanna’s wails and Marcella’s whimpering. “Tell me, and no harm will come to any mortal here—”


	“Or otherwise? No one in our family—or otherwise?” Del demanded, his legs shaking under his skirt, dread threatening to steal his voice.


	“Ce—” Osanna choked, her eyes drawing closed as Del heard one of the servants begin to desperately chant a prayer.


	“Or… otherwise,” Grimwald replied, chewing his words as if they tasted foul in his mouth. As if to emphasize the request, he dropped Osanna, letting her crumple to the floor like a rag-doll.


	The women all keened with fear, but Del did his best to swallow his terror, instead focusing on his breathing so his voice came out level and commanding.


	“It’s me. I’m him,” Del said sternly, lifting his chin to look as defiant as possible. Marcella said something pleading on the other side of the room, but Del couldn’t parse the words as Grimwald approached him, his laborious steps crunching the broken clay under his feet.


	“You?” the spriggan asked, his words taunting and petulant, “How do I know it?”


	Del swallowed dryly as his legs wobbled, that same frozen feeling leaching into his bones as he stayed anchored to the ground.


	The tip of the weapon Grimwald carried kissed the floor, making a sharp clanging noise as metal hit stone.


	Del’s gaze veered toward the sword, seeing it now as a needle-thin switch of a blade, its elegant handle locked into the Winter Earl’s fist. He lifted the rapier quickly and pointed it to Del’s throat, a swish of air following the motion.


	“Are you lying?” Grimwald asked, holding the blade steady for a moment before drawing the tip up Del’s cheek.


	Del hissed with pain, the metal drawing blood from the shallow wound and stealing the bravery he had mustered. The sting blossomed across his face, but as quickly as the blade came, it was gone. The metal struck across his chest, slicing the green of his dress away quickly, and exposing the corset underneath. But the sensation of pain did not follow, only the unnerving cold of air hit his skin as Del flinched back.


	Grimwald sneered at him, and instinctively Del snatched his hands over his chest, trying to cover his exposed disguise. But the damage had been done, and he knew the fae had his answer.


	“Fine.” The spriggan snarled, dropping his sword toward the ground again and moving forward to grab Del’s forearm.


	“Del!” Marcella yelled after him, sobbing in the doorway across the room as she clutched at her own breast, horror playing out across her face. Osanna had only barely managed to lift her head from the stone floor, and Del stared into her rich, green eyes.


	Grimwald bullied him through the door, easily able to drag Del from the kitchen as a chorus of weeping erupted from the other women.


	Del couldn’t even make himself speak as he cradled the ripped fabric against his chest. He stared at his sister’s grief-stricken face and his mother’s weary grimace as he was pulled from his home and out into the frigid wild, the last vestiges of the Moral Realm ingraining themselves into his mind.




Part 2


	Del stumbled as Grimwald shoved him into the twisting cavern of brambles, specks of white dancing around him like freshly fallen snow. It was foreboding and bitterly cold in the living tunnel, the space unearthly and strange.


	“Do you plan to keep up your act all the way to my palace?” Grimwald asked, his tone back to that stoic rumble, the sound sending a shiver up Del’s spine.


	He wanted to ask where they were and if his family was okay, but Del couldn’t get his bearings quick enough to speak, let alone stumble in a straight line. It felt like everything was spinning, like his mind was heavy with sleep or alcohol, and Del was fleetingly aware that he had no clue how they had even gotten here. The last thing he could remember was his mother’s glassy eyes before a tumble of holly blurred his memory.


	“Have it your way,” Grimwald snarled, shoving him again as Del held his dress up around his chest.


	A glacial wind ripped into his lungs and Del gasped as he walked into a wall of air, his vision flashing white for an instant as a tornado of snowflakes whipped around them. The tunnel rolled with him, and Del fell forward, his feet and his head feeling as if they each belonged to a different body. He was going to hit the floor, Del could tell that much, but he hadn’t the sense to put his arms out in front of him as he rapidly approached the root-torn ground.


	Something snatched him around the bicep, and Del lulled toward the floor, his knees hitting the ground and cutting on impact, but his face was spared the same fate.


	He was dangling over a blanket of frost, the ground only barely swimming into sight as he tried to gather his surroundings.


	“Father.” Del heard; the word spoken gruffly but with a thread of apprehension to it, making the sound melodious against the whip of wind.


	“A mortal? You know they can’t bear the trip as well as we—” the stranger said, the tone unquestionably gentle, despite the rich husk of every word.


	“Phah!” Grimwald dismissed, his voice sounding even sharper and gnarled in comparison to the other person here.


	Del’s head spun, but he forced himself to look up as a land blanketed in snow came to life before his very eyes. He felt delirious, but the reality of his whereabouts had yet to hit him as he tried to focus.


	He needed to start small and work his way outward, so Del tried to hone in on the hand around his arm, the thing keeping him from falling. It was firm, warm—especially against the cold that blustered around him—but there was something… wrong about the feeling of it. It barely felt like skin, and as Del lulled his head toward his arm, he could see that his observation had not been wrong.


	Clutched around his bicep was a hand black as night, the colour drawing down from the wrist and culminating in the fingertips, giving the illusion of leached velvet or feathers. The fingers were wrong too, and Del could see that this person’s hand was monstrously large, with sharp, talon-like claws tipping the digits.


	Del hardly had enough breath to gasp, but he managed some sort of noise because the owner of the hand shifted into view, and Del could now see an inhuman figure towering over him. This creature—man—was staring at him now, dark hair framing his face as his umber-coloured skin stood out starkly against the snowy backdrop. He was shirtless, but that was easy to miss since his arms and hips were flecked with that same, strange black texture, giving the illusion of sleeves and britches.


	Del wasn’t sure what to make of the sight, but he watched as this man’s lips parted as if to speak, and large glinting fangs came into view, the sharp teeth unmistakably similar to Grimwald’s own.


	Even with such a startling sight, Del couldn’t stop staring, and he couldn’t make himself react as he took in this impossible-looking man, confusion and fear ripping at him in equal measure. It was as if he had stopped breathing, and his body had been filled with lead as he openly gawked at this creature.


	The fae lifted his other hand, the sharp claws moving toward Del’s face and making for his cheek, the man’s eyes locked on Del himself. He touched Del’s jaw softly, but Del couldn’t help but flinch away, the fear he had been harbouring suddenly hitting him like a strong gale.


	Del gulped in air, and an odd keening started to rise from his throat before he yanked his arm away from the other.


	Del toppled over himself and skittered backward; his movements practically involuntary as he tried to shuffle away. He held the tattered remains of his dress to his chest, desperate to keep some kind of normalcy against his skin as the empyrean nature of this world pressed in around him.


	As soon as he had done it, though, as soon as he had pulled away from this creature, Del could see heartbreak spread across his face as he pinched his brows in. As terrifying as he was, this fae seemed soft in some indescribable way, his gentle, black eyes glazing with acceptance before he looked away.


	Del couldn’t say why, but he opened his mouth to speak, to apologize, or something, but his attention was drawn to the crimson stain on the other’s finger as he turned, the colour standing out against the black.


	Del raised his own hand to his face and swiped at it, seeing blood come away on his own palm as he remembered that Grimwald had cut him in the kitchen before slashing his dress open. Things were coming back to him now, and Del stumbled to his feet, his head no longer churning like the tide.


	“Where…” Del managed to slur out, looking to the retreating backs of the fae in front of him.


	The land before them stretched out like a canvas, whites and rich blues dotting the horizon as a world of winter came into view. It was frigid, and Del shivered, his mind still trying to catch up to what he was seeing.


	“The Winter Palace.”


	Del tore his eyes away from the landscape and looked back to the fae that had caught him, his intimidating stature less ominous now that he was some distance away. He was a giant creature, and Del could see that he was in fact adorned with feathers and fur, the texture bleeding seamlessly into human-like skin. His hair, too, was a natural crown of feathers, and there were quills of black and raven-like down springing up around the fringe of his hairline. His features were nothing like a birds’, though. Instead, he was built robust, and looked better suited to be a warrior, or some kind of formidable god from the days of the Romans.


	“We have a carriage to get you out of the cold,” he explained as Del stood, staring at this fae. He had to be at least 7 feet tall, but Del could hardly comprehend that as the creature turned away from him once again. Against the spartan landscape, Del could now see a tail swish out from behind the fae, the long appendage looking like something that belonged to a bull or a lion.


	Another gust of air snapped across his back, and Del stumbled, feeling as if the wind itself was urging him forward. He was chilled to the bone, and Del hissed as he took his first real step toward the fae, and his knees exploded with pain.


	He staggered again and tumbled forward, catching himself on a withered tree as he was bitterly reminded that he had fallen and gashed his legs open on the frozen ground.


	The larger fae turned back toward him and Del shrank in on himself, equal parts embarrassed and wary, unsure of what to do.


	“Hurry up!”


	Grimwald’s voice carried over the wind like a crack of thunder, and Del flinched again at the sound, still disoriented as he tried to settle his own nerves. The taller of the two fae moved toward him again, and Del tried to keep himself from floundering away from the man, especially since he had been gentle with him before when he hadn’t even realized. He was still intimidating, but Del swallowed and tried to piece together the tales about the fae, wanting to place what this creature was. He was beastly but carried none of the bite the Winter Earl seemed to have, and with a tail and claws such as that, he could only be one thing: a lurdane.


	“Come,” The large fae said, offering his hand toward Del. “Can you walk?”


	Del stared in bewildered awe, unable to fathom that he truly was in the Fae Realm. This place looked like the paintings that half-mad artists drew of the lands beyond where the fair folk dwelled. It was unbelievable, but if this was a lurdane, then he didn’t need to worry about being harmed. They were fearsome creatures, but they were also said to be amiable and kind.


	Del swallowed and shook his head lightly, unable to move his tongue still as he stared at the fae. The lurdane simply nodded in reply and moved toward Del, his approach no more intimidating than that of a fawn. He was cautious as he drew near, as if he was scared that he would frighten the mortal and injure him further, but despite his gradual approach, Del couldn’t prepare himself for what came.


	Smoothly, and without fuss, the fae crouched and looped his arm under Del’s legs, before picking him up with ease. It was as if Del was weightless, and he gasped as the lurdane easily pulled him into his arms and carried him like a bride.


	His strength was undeniable, and Del felt even tinier in the fae’s arms than he had standing beside him, nerves and excitement running up his body. He had never been held in such a way, and to experience someone lifting him without so much as a grunt was playing with some deep-seated craving that Del had been unaware he possessed.


	This was no man, but that was easy to forget as he sat slung across this fae’s arms and pressed against his bare chest.


	“Titus,” the fae said quietly, his tone rumbling into Del’s skin as he stayed pinned to the lurdane’s breast.


	Del blinked up at him in surprise, bashful suddenly as he gripped his dress tighter to his body.


	“Cedel—” he said without thinking, speaking his full name, and then realizing that the last thing you were supposed to do with a fae was tell them your name.


	“Cedel,” Titus repeated back, his voice still carrying that soft rumble, and the sound of it paired with Del’s name made something ache inside his chest.


	“Del—” Del corrected, trying to make himself impossibly smaller. “Everyone calls me Del.”


	Titus made a soft humming sound and nodded, unbothered by the adaptation as he trudged through the snow with ease.


	“Del, then,” he answered, a friendly tick of richness to his tone now. “We’re almost at the carriage, Del. I should warn you against telling any others your name. Del will do.”


	Del nodded, ashamed that he had to be reminded of such a thing, but grateful that the first fae he had spoken to had been as kind as Titus. He probably came across as some naïve human who hadn’t heard a fae tale in his life, but Del tried not to dwell on that thought as they approached the carriage.


	Titus had said carriage, but the odd amalgamation of roots and vines made the ‘carriage’ more like a tumbleweed than a chariot.


	“It’s a human, you don’t have to be so gentle with it,” Grimwald grouched as he swiped his hand over the knot of dead weeds. It receded backward with his touch, revealing a hollow interior.


	The spriggan climbed into the cart, and Titus ducked in after him, not replying to his comment. The dynamic was odd, and despite Titus being much larger than the Earl himself, he was obviously subservient to the fae. Had Titus called him father? Del could vaguely remember him saying that before, but he didn’t ask as he tucked into the corner of the carriage and felt it lurch into motion.


	“Where should I take her when we return?” Titus asked as the three of them fell into silence.


	“Phah! As if it matters. Put it to work with the others. It’s no use to me this old,” the Earl retorted, grumbling to himself and not sparing Del or Titus a glance.


	“Why take her then?” Titus questioned, speaking on that edge of knowing, obviously trying not to talk about Del as if he wasn’t in the room. He was calling him ‘her’ though, and Del wondered if he should correct him.


	“Precedence, boy,” Grimwald replied, crossing his arms and glaring at Del from across the carriage. “What is owed. If humans think they can trick a fae, then all deals are off the table. Osanna Blackard made a deal, and if I had realized how much time had passed, I would have come to collect sooner. Clever woman keeping you a secret all these years. I had grand plans for you, mortal. You were supposed to be raised as a babe to be a cursore for the fae. Live out your days performing espionage for our realm. But grown—can’t trust a grown mortal.”


	Del receded further into the corner, even though he knew he had nowhere to go. Talking back to an earl of the fae seemed like a daft idea, but his tongue stung with the desire to bite back at this creature.


	“Osanna Blackard’s child?” Titus asked as he turned to regard Del, staring at him with a curiosity that Del had not seen on his face before. “But the deal had been for a son.”


	“Blackard indeed,” the Earl crooned, leaning forward on his knees as that wicked grin spread across his face once again. He had outright ignored Titus, but his rudeness wasn’t the first thing on Del’s mind as he pressed his hand to his already scabbing cheek.


	“What’s your full name then, child? Blackard…” Grimwald continued, squinting his sharp blue eyes at Del and pinning him with a look.


	“Del,” he answered, swallowing around his name and watching the Winter Earl crane his neck to the side.


	“Lying?” he asked, truly sounding as if he couldn’t tell.


	“It’s what people call me,” Del corrected, aware and wary about revealing his full name.


	“Del Blackard,” Grimwald repeated, staring for a beat as if he expected something to happen after speaking his name.


	“Not your true name, then?” The fae asked after a long moment of silence passed between them. “Fine. Keep it,” he hissed, sitting back on the bench and staring at the tangled wall.


	The carriage came to a halt and Del fell forward from the motion, Titus’ large arm the only thing stopping him from hitting the ground.


	“Where should I take her?” Titus repeated as his father opened the side of the carriage once again and stepped out.


	“What do I care? Sana or Venture can decide the best place for it,” he grouched, his voice echoing slightly as he trundled away.


	Titus stepped out after him, and Del peered through the opening, dazzled by the grandeur of the building that stood before them. No human structure could ever compare to this, and Del was awestruck by the beauty of the wintery towers, and fine glasswork. Everything looked as if it had been spun from ice and treated with a vibrant, pearlescent sheen. Spires twisted toward the sky, and elegant walls dipped, and weaved in impossible formations, truly making the scene look as if it belonged in a dream.


	“Come,” Titus said, his speech shaking Del from his reverence.


	He moved automatically and placed his hand in Titus’ outreached palm before the fae crouched once again to scoop him up into his arms.


	The motion made Del flush this time, and he rounded his shoulders to hide his chest and the foolish attire he had on while draped across the arms of a fae.


	“You get used to the cold,” Titus said quietly, his tone caring despite the timbre. He had mistaken Del’s embarrassment for chilliness, and Del couldn’t help but flush deeper at the kindness. “It is not so cold year-round, and inside is warmer.”


	Del just nodded, unable to find his voice once again as Titus walked him through the glassy white gates of the palace.


	Del couldn’t help but think that it was a miracle that Titus was able to walk around in such glacial weather with only trousers on, but he supposed that made sense for the son of the Winter Earl. Del didn’t know how the cold would affect any one fae compared to another, curiosity spinning into his mind as he leaned incrementally closer to the warmth of Titus’ body.


	Heat danced up around them as they entered the palace, and Del felt his cheeks flush for another reason now as the warmth nurtured his blood.


	The brilliance of the exterior of the palace was nothing compared to the magnificence of the front hall, and Del found himself dazzled once again as he took in the high vaulted ceilings and the grand staircases. The roof extended ever upwards, and the ceiling itself seemed to dance with colours as beams of light scattered through stained-glass. It was more beautiful than any chapel or cathedral Del had ever seen, and for an instant, it felt like he was spinning into infinity once again, transfixed by the building’s glamour.


	Del’s concentration was broken, however, as something zipped across his view, breaking up the patterns of light that sparkled into the palace. The motion was repeated, and then again, and again, until Del realized what he was seeing were pixies and sylphs darting through the air.


	Del put his hand to his mouth and gasped quietly, both thrilled and unnerved by seeing the fae as they moved about. A tittering caught his attention, though, and Del glanced over to see a small crowd of brownies and other such fae tucked behind the columns of the foyer. They were gawking at him, and Del could see a small gathering of humans in homely servant clothes peeking out from the peripheries, too.


	Some were pointing and giggling, and Del found himself shrinking again as he realized just how embarrassing it had to be carried inside the palace by the Earl’s son. Del couldn’t help but feel ashamed, even if what Titus was doing was a kindness.


	Titus didn’t pay the ogling any mind, though, as he walked Del up the staircase and into the highest reaches of the palace. The grandeur melted away slowly the higher they climbed, until they reached the windowless passages of, what Del assumed, was the servant’s quarters.


	The stairs up here were nonsensical and winding; small landings led to solo doors or divergent paths that disappeared into the eaves of the palace. Del wasn’t sure how Titus navigated it, but he moved with a steady ease, not concerned at all that he had to hunch under the beams and through doorways.


	Eventually, they came to a stop, and Titus opened the door to a single room, the space boxlike and sparse, but with an opulent window set into the far wall. It was circular, and it radiated colour in the afternoon sun. They had to be at the top of some tower, but Del didn’t try to parse it out just yet as Titus walked him over to an unadorned bed and placed him on it.


	Del slipped from his arms reluctantly to sit on the edge of the bed, but he tried not to make himself seem too desperate. It was a bit shameful, in fact. Here he was in a strange, terrifying new place after being whisked away from his family and everything he held dear, and his biggest concern was soaking up as much heat as possible from Titus’ bare chest.


	It was shock. It had to be shock. He just wasn’t thinking straight.


	“This one can be yours, Del,” Titus offered, backing away from the bed, his massive stature taking up what felt like the majority of the room. He couldn’t see past the lurdane to the doorway, and Del felt that swell of want pull at his chest once again, finding it harder and harder to stifle it.


	“Thank… you,” Del replied, a bit dumbfounded and unsure of what to say to all of this. Everything had happened so quickly, and he hadn’t had time to go over the reality of the situation with being so out of sorts and overwhelmed by mysterious fae and regal palaces.


	“I’ll send someone to look at your legs,” Titus offered, nodding ever so slightly, but the appearance of it looked awkward and unnatural in such a space.


	Del looked down at his knees, though, as Titus half-gestured toward them, and he could see the crimson rash seeping into the green of his gown. He hadn’t realized how bad it was, and Del clicked his tongue as he let the ache from his wounds reawaken his legs.


	“Sana or one of the girls will come up,” Titus explained, again, that honeyed husk making Del feel as if he had never heard anything sweeter.


	“Don’t bother,” someone chimed from behind Titus, making Del look up from his soiled gown, the stranger’s accent posh and orotund.


	Titus shifted to the side and lifted his arm so they could both see toward the door, revealing a silver-haired man leaning against the frame.


	He looked self-important, and sly, but for a flash, Del couldn’t be bothered to complain about those traits as the sheer beauty of this person bore into his mind. Whoever this was, he was unearthly, his body and face sculpted with perfection. This was what Del had always thought the fae would look like: elegant and polished, hauntingly beautiful in a way that made you look and take notice. He was gorgeous, and Del watched with stupefaction as this elfin beauty strode across the room toward him.


	He was tall and slender, and though Del had never seen a woman more gorgeous than this fae, there was something unmistakably masculine about him as well. He was slim but broad-shouldered, and the draped, white silk of his shirt hung generously off his figure, making him look muscular and lean at the same time.


	He looked almost human as he moved, even though his hair glittered like morning frost, and his smirk looked impossibly slick. If not for the delicate white horns that sat on his forehead, Del could almost have believed he was another mortal that had been swept away into the Fae Realm.


	“What have you brought me, Titus?” the man asked, his arms gliding up from his side, making his shirt billow and fall open in an unseemly way.


	“Venture…” Titus said serenely, speaking the name as if he were in quiet awe as well.


	Venture was stunning, but something about his unearthly beauty made Del recoil, the unnaturalness of it all overwhelming him and making him wary. These were the type of fae that were as wicked as they were charming, and every instinct Del had told him to pull back.


	“Have you hurt it already, Titus?” Venture asked with a click of his tongue, his voice sliding into the room like a snake through velvet.


	He reached for Del then as he crouched, taking a knee before him as he moved to touch his cheek, an obscene glint darting across his deep, black eyes. He was fixated on the wound on Del’s face, and Del could see some kind of hunger mounting in his expression.


	“I could smell you as soon as you came into the hall, my little belle,” Venture sighed, his tone smoky and distracted.


	Del jerked his head away as Venture drew near, his expression screwing up with distaste. The action must have been a surprise because the fae snatched his hand away and stared in amazement for a moment before that overly sweet smile spread across his face again.


	“Spirited,” he mused, his voice silvery even after being rejected.


	Del leaned away from Venture, unsure how to react to an obviously powerful fae that was far too close for comfort. Venture didn’t seem dissuaded though, as he dropped his hands to Del’s thighs and let that smile seep into the dark pools of his eyes.


	Del hadn’t found his voice yet, but even if he had, he was sure it would have been sapped from his being instantaneously as Venture flipped up the hem of his dress, exposing his cut knees.


	Del startled, but Venture’s gaze had already dropped to the ruddy wounds, and a throaty hum rumbled from his chest.


	“Venture,” Titus said again, his voice carrying an edge of warning to it, even though he hadn’t moved from his spot since the other fae had entered the room.


	“Just a look for our poor little coquette,” Venture purred, “She won’t mind. Will you?”


	Venture flicked his gaze back up, and Del stared with bewilderment, completely stunned by what was happening all of a sudden. He had never experienced someone acting so directly in his life, and he was ashamed to say that he didn’t know what to do.


	“Will you?” Venture asked again, holding Del’s gaze as he dipped his head down slowly, sinking past the swaths of green like some great creature from the murky depths. “It’s just a taste, little princess,” he continued, the pink tip of his tongue sliding out between his perfect lips as he lowered his face to the gashes across Del’s legs.


	Dumbfounded, Del didn’t know how to react, his body numb and then suddenly rushing with feeling as anger took hold of his will. He lashed out, yanking his leg away from Venture and kicking him square in the chest.


	The hit was firm, but it hardly seemed to do anything other than shove the fae back a couple of feet, and free Del’s legs from his grasp.


	“I do! I mind!” Del yelled, not sure what had come over him, as his discomfort overrode any caution he had left.


	Del pulled up onto the bed, tucking himself away from Venture as he fixed the fiend with a glare.


	“And stop calling me that!” he continued, an amalgamation of fear and overwhelm urging him forward. “I’m not a bloody girl!” he yelled, the words slipping out of him before he could think better of it.


	He had never said that in his life. He had never been able to say that he wasn’t a girl to anyone, and a sense of liberation washed over him as the reality of those words sunk in. He didn’t have to pretend or lie about his identity any longer, he could say and act and be a man for the first time in 19 years.


	“I’m not a girl,” Del repeated, sounding confident as he finally let go of the fabric that he had been holding up around his collar.


	His corset gaped around his chest without the padding in place and made it obvious that he hadn’t a bosom. There was something freeing about allowing someone other than his nursemaid to see his chest, and the act bolstered Del as he straightened his spine.


	Venture sat stunned on the floor, sitting with his knees up and his arms back as he took in the sight. But his shock melted away quickly, and that sultry smile was back on his face as he stretched his legs out with ease, looking unbothered by his position on the floor.


	“Makes sense why you weren’t enchanted by me right away if you’re not a woman,” Venture mused, tipping his face thoughtfully up toward the rafters. It was so cavalier that Del couldn’t help but glare again at the man, bile filling his throat.


	“Not… a girl,” Titus said quietly, and Del looked back to him standing in the corner of the room. He looked petrified by the admittance, his gaze locked on Del’s loose corset as he shrank in stature. He looked terribly small standing there, despite his monstrous size, and Del’s brows pinched in with concern for the fae before their eyes met. Quickly, green met black and Del saw embarrassment rush through the lurdane’s expression before he darted out of the room, his movements graceless and fuelled by shame.


	Del stared in astonishment after Titus, not sure if he should apologize or call after the man, completely forgetting the other fae in his room.


	“You’ve gone and scared him,” Venture sighed, still lounging on the floor as he looked backwards over his shoulder at the door, his long silver hair pooling around his hips. “Poor thing,” Venture continued without an ounce of pity in his tone. “He never knows what to do around pretty men.”


	Venture clicked his tongue once and then got up, drawing himself to his full height smoothly. He was tall as well and had to duck slightly under the beam in the middle of the room.


	“Is this the fashion for men these days in the Moral Realm?” Venture asked, unbothered as he reapproached the bed, his demeanor nonchalant and almost bored now.


	“No,” Del bit out sharply, still annoyed with this man, despite his conscience being torn. “It’s a… costume,” he explained, unsure now of how to present the situation to some lecherous fae.


	“A costume!” Venture repeated, amused, as he swung around the wooden pillar at the foot of Del’s bed. It was playful, and a bit off-putting as Del pulled his skirt around his legs, not wanting to expose the wounds to the other yet again.


	“How amusing, little chickadee,” Venture chuckled, stopping his turn around the beam, eyes darting to Del’s skirt for an instant before he made eye contact again and smiled.


	Del didn’t know why the fae was calling him a chickadee. It felt insulting, and as if Venture was calling him small or quaint or something. Nothing he had done or said would suggest such a thing, but he didn’t speak to his frustrations as he continued to glare at the creature.


	“So prickly!” Venture scoffed, amused still as he ran his delicate fingers over the bedpost. “Do you want to know why I was so surprised to see you were a man? Aren’t you even a lick curious, floret? All your—”


	“Stop calling me—me—things,” Del bit out, certain he sounded foolish.


	Venture did in fact laugh at him as he chewed his lips and leaned back against the pillar, mirth exuding from every pore.


	“Give me something to call you, then,” he teased, his tone plummy with a pleat of satin to it.


	“Del,” Del demanded, watching as Venture mouthed his name, letting his tongue stay pressed against his lips for far too long, acting as if he had just tasted something sweet.


	“As in a vale or a glen? Something secret?” he asked, curiosity dancing across his expression.


	“Why were you surprised?” Del gritted out, ignoring Venture’s question, and not enjoying that his retort made the fae scrunch his nose, something like thrill alighting behind his eyes.


	“Thorny as a rose,” Venture commented under his breath, unperturbed. “I’m a gancanagh. You know what that is, Del?”


	Del did in fact know what a gancanagh was, but he had never had cause to fear such a fae before. They were hauntingly beautiful male fairies that were said to seduce women, spiriting them away to the Fae Realm or breaking their hearts beyond repair once they had finished their dalliances in the mortal world. They were supposed to be able to kill a maiden with a kiss, but Venture seemed like a creature that liked to play with its food, instead of letting it go to waste after a single taste.


	“A terribly immoral and oversexed fiend,” Del retorted, letting his distaste seep into every word. But again, Venture was unbothered by his insult, and instead laughed rich and mirthfully, somehow charmed by the indignity.


	“You’re not wrong,” Venture confirmed as he crossed his arms over his chest, squinting and grinning at Del as if he was utterly bewitched by his irritation. “Well, if you’re not going to let me look at your legs, I’ll send someone up for them. We’ll need you on your feet as soon as possible, with the Dawn Festival happening so soon.”


	Del pulled his skirt tighter around his legs, not wanting to entertain the idea of Venture undressing him to—what? Taste his blood? Even though the idea disgusted him, Del couldn’t help but flush slightly at the image of Venture kneeling between his legs.


	“Fine—” Del replied, pushing his face into his thighs so his overwhelm wasn’t as obvious. The last thing he wanted was for Venture to feel like he had gotten the upper hand, even though he had in almost every regard.


	Del was stuck here. Locked into some unforeseeable contract for probably… the rest of his life. He wouldn’t ever see his family again, and he was going to be around creatures like Venture to satisfy God knows what end. The idea of being beholden to Venture didn’t thrill him, but even if that was the case, he’d rather it than dealing with the Earl himself. Titus had been gentle, and Venture seemed to at least value him in some small way, but Grimwald didn’t seem to care if he lived or died. It made Del’s future feel precarious, and he didn’t like that he didn’t know what was going to happen to him.


	There were hundreds of stories about young men and women who were spirited away to the Fae Realm, but their experiences were varied. Some never returned, but others would come back either decades older than they were when they left, or years would pass, and they’d show up like they’d been gone for a night.


	Del had heard of fae taking mortal lovers, but even the idea of that felt immature for him to entertain. It did, however, conjure images in his own mind of Titus carrying him to-and-fro and holding him in his arms for as long as possible. Titus had been so strong, and Del had never been one to temper his desire. At least not when it came to fantasizing. Fantasies were all he had back in the Moral Realm, but he had never been touched by a man, let alone carried by one. He had never had the peace of knowing that being exposed as a man held no bearing on the interactions he had with other people, but the fae were rumoured to be indifferent toward sex. At least the stories told it that way, and Del felt his cheeks brighten anew at the possibility.


	“Stop hiding,” someone said, their voice nasally and calm.


	Del looked up to see a bob of a person with wiry hair that stuck out as if she had been shocked. This had to be some kind of brownie because her face looked as if it had been carved out of wood, and her ‘hair’ was in fact a bramble of twigs, jutting this way and that as if her head was a bed of branches.


	She was carrying something in her arms, and as she plunked it down on the floor beside the bed, Del could see that all her skin was made of the same fine wood her face was. Venture was nowhere to be seen, and Del wondered if he had slipped out just as quietly as he came.


	“Sana,” the creature introduced, kneeling beside the bed and rolling up her sleeves. She was wearing a uniform like that of the servants Del had seen when he entered the palace, but there was something richer about it, more formal.


	“Venture says you’re a jumpy one,” she continued, not waiting for Del to speak as she ran a towel through the contents of the bucket and wrung it dry. “First time with any of this? Have you ever seen a fae before, child?”


	Something about this woman felt motherly to Del, and she reminded him a bit of Gildregarde with her matter-of-fact dialogue and stern expression. Her questions were warm despite that, and Del felt at ease in her presence, whereas he had been uptight or anxious around Titus and Venture.


	Del shook his head at the brownie and lowered his legs, not retreating now that Venture was gone.


	“Don’t give your name, don’t bring any iron around,” Sana started, listing things off easily as she reached for Del’s skirt and lifted it without fuss. It was all business, and Del didn’t mind now that he knew this fae wasn’t going to try and eat him. “Don’t stand out, don’t drink—oh, and be sure to wear this.”


	She had started to wipe his leg with a warm cloth, but had stopped to untie something from around her neck before handing it off to him.


	“Enchantment against magic,” she loosely explained as Del took the bead of red and saw that it was a holly berry cased in glass or ice. It wasn’t cold to the touch, but as he held it up to the light, it glinted as if it was a ruby.


	“Wear it at all times,” Sana instructed, going back to her cleaning as she wiped Del’s legs. “Some of the fae aren’t as kind as the ones in our house, and you don’t want to be on the wrong end of a charm or a hex. Some of the gentry like to bewitch fresh-faced mortals with no consideration for their wellbeing.”


	“I think I’ve met one…” Del grumbled, putting the necklace on as he thought about Venture and how hungry his expression had been when they first met.


	“Welkins, not in this house. I hope not. Who?” the brownie asked, the water in the bucket already stained red from Del’s wounds.


	“Venture…” Del muttered, not sure if he was overstepping by bringing up the gancanagh. The Winter Earl had said Sana and Venture’s name in the same breath, so it was to be assumed that Venture had some kind of station in the palace.


	“Venture?” Sana asked, blinking at him before giving a hardy laugh, as if she couldn’t believe Del had said his name. “Trunk of humours, he’s a bit to get a handle on, but if he’s paying you mind, I promise you, there is no one you’d rather. Unless you’re searching for wedding bells, he’s the last fae you need to worry about. He’s a tricky one, but you needn’t worry about enchantments of any nature from him.”


	Del blinked at Sana, unsure if they were talking about the same person. Venture seemed like the exact kind of fae he needed to be wary of. He didn’t trust a gancanagh for a moment.


	“He tried to lick my leg,” Del said bluntly, raising a brow at Sana as she finished cleaning his wounds.


	“Did he?” Sana hummed, not sounding surprised, but not sounding bothered either. “He’s a bit of a philanderer, but he’s harmless.”


	Del didn’t know what to say to that, so he just frowned at the brownie instead. In some nonsensical way, Venture had asked if it was all right when he had lifted Del’s skirt. He had looked for permission, even if Del had no clue what woman would agree to be birched by some strange fae within minutes of meeting him. Maybe mortal women really did find the gancanagh that irresistible.


	Sana carried on into a conversation about what Del would be expected to do around the palace and what rules there were in regard to addressing the gentry and other fae in the house. Del was the lowest of the low on the tree, but he was glad to be placed in the kitchen, as opposed to being tasked with cleaning. Of course, he’d be demoted to laundry once the Dawn Festival was over, and possibly be tasked as a footman after that time, but Sana didn’t seem to have a definitive place she wanted him just yet.


	As they spoke, Sana covered the cuts on Del’s legs with a muddy-looking paste before wrapping them, explaining the herbal benefits as she continued the ever-growing list of duties Del would handle. He learned that Sana was the housekeeper in the palace and in charge of all the other maids. Her role seemed to be that of a butler as well, but she didn’t label herself as such, and Del wondered why Sana of all people had been sent up to him specifically if she had so many other important duties to attend to.


	“For now,” Sana concluded as she stood up with a wizen groan, suddenly seeming much more ancient than her flawless complexion suggested. “Heal up and rest. The first time coming over is difficult for any mortal. Just rest and I’ll send one of the girls up with a uniform tomorrow morning.”


	“All right, thank you… Sana,” Del replied, unsure of how else to address the fae. She didn’t seem bothered either way, but she also seemed perpetually busy, and correcting someone on her title or name didn’t look worth her attention.


	“Sleep,” she instructed again as she waved Del off, already turning from the bed before Del had even finished removing his shoes.


	She shut the door behind her as she left, and Del sat staring for a long while as the heaviness of the day sank over him. He really hadn’t had any time to just sit and absorb everything that had happened today, and as Del finished taking off his ruined dress, he thought about his mother and Marcella back home, and how Wymond had probably come back to the manor to find chaos. He hoped all of them were all right, even if Del knew he was putting his own circumstances out of his head in order to keep from panicking. A lot of things were going to change very quickly, and Del wasn’t sure if he was equipped for them.


	“Sleep,” Del repeated to himself as he tucked under the covers, and stared at the images the stained-glass was casting over the floor. He’d just sleep, and handle what came tomorrow. That was really the only option he had left.




Part 3


	Del’s wounds had healed quickly, even though the scabs still adorned his legs. He never would have thought he’d prefer to be wearing a skirt over trousers, given the choice, but the tight clothes over the scabs made them hurt more than the swish of soft linen and wool. No one in the palace seemed to care that he was a man in a dress.


	Titus had been right, it was warmer in the palace than it was outside, but the top of the tower grew bitterly cold at night. Not that Del spent much time in his room. He seemed to be woken up at every odd hour to do some nonsensical chore, and Del wouldn’t be surprised if this was some kind of retribution for rejecting Venture so wholly that first day.


	Sana and Venture were the overseers of the servants, but Del couldn’t quite parse what it was Venture did around the castle. Granted, he didn’t know what Titus did either, being the Earl’s son and all, but any time he had attempted to cross paths with the lurdane, Titus had always fled before Del could even approach. He didn’t understand why or even how such a large creature was able to slink around the Winter Palace, but Del hadn’t been given enough time to ponder over Titus and his whereabouts. It was all hands-on deck as the Dawn Festival neared, something that Del had discovered was some kind of great honour for the Winter Earl and his household.


	Time didn’t work the same in the Fae Realm as it did back home, and the Dawn Festival was supposed to be a celebration of the elements, where the sun did not rise for three days. The fae would drink, sing, and dance the whole festival until the first dawn. It was a celebration of debauchery as much as it was an observation of the great, natural powers of the world. At least, that was how the other mortals he asked had explained it. None of them seemed overly eager to clarify things to the ‘new girl,’ and Del wondered if he was being forced to pass some sort of test before the others would pay him mind.


	On the other hand, he wished Venture would pay him less mind.


	Every corner he turned, or item he brought in and out of the kitchen, seemed to be intercepted by Venture himself. He was a nuisance, especially since the female mortals in the palace seemed to resent Del more every time they saw him around Venture. He didn’t want or need Venture’s attention, and it made Del’s work that much more difficult.


	He hadn’t been reprimanded for getting stuck in a hallway talking to Venture, but he had been alienated, and Venture still hadn’t gotten the hint that Del was not interested in engaging. All of Del’s time had been dedicated to preparing for the jubilee, but no one had really explained what it was he was to be doing during the Dawn Festival.


	Finally, with only one day to go before the festival kicked off, Del had just swallowed his pride and asked Venture what it was he was supposed to be doing during the celebration. Venture oversaw the servants as well, wasn’t he? At the very least, he could make the time he had to spend with Venture efficient.


	“What should you be doing? Just look as magnificent as you usually do,” Venture teased, looking down at Del and stepping far too close for comfort.


	Truly, this man was shameless; he used every opportunity possible to flirt, and it made having a straight conversation hopeless. Del managed his best glare as he stepped back, so he was pressed against the wall, trying to lean away as much as possible from Venture.


	That seemed to only invite more playfulness though, as Venture stepped forward in turn and pressed his forearm against the wall, using his superior height to box Del in.


	Del did his best not to flinch, not wanting to come across as one of those girls who tittered and acted shy around such forwardness. Venture seemed to enjoy getting a rise out of people, though, regardless of what emotion was behind it.


	“I’m being serious,” Del corrected, not backing down as he stayed planted against the wall, letting Venture’s hair curtain them.


	Even if Del was acting unfazed, he could feel his heart rate pick up at the intensity of Venture’s stare. He always looked hungry around him, and it was flattering, despite Del’s desire to stay aloof. Venture was a good-looking man—bloody gorgeous, actually—so much so that it made Del mad. Even amongst fae standards, he stood out in a crowd, and Del had no idea why Venture had zeroed in on him of all people.


	“So am I,” Venture toyed, his voice coming out in a deeper rumble as if he was purposefully trying to arouse Del. He smiled impishly and reached forward with his free hand before taking a delicate lock of hair from Del’s shoulder and bringing it to his lips.


	Del felt his shoulders prickle and his spine straighten at the action, hating that it had an effect on him. He couldn’t encourage the behaviour; it was already difficult existing inside the Winter Palace as it was! But his tawny hair against Venture’s pale complexion was striking, and it painted quite a scene. Venture truly had perfected the art of seduction. Even just a gentle tilt of his chin as he let Del’s hair slip between his fingers looked intoxicating. It was unfair.


	“Don’t make me bother Sana,” Del threatened, knowing that she was one of the few people in the house who could tell Venture what to do. He feared her as much as he respected her, even though Sana seemed to let him get away with a lot.


	“So cruel,” Venture retorted, making himself sound a bit pathetic on purpose. It was idiotic and childish, and Del let it be known as he deepened his glare.


	“Fine, fine, floret. If I’m being honest…” Venture mused, rolling his eyes skyward as he thought. “Serve food, bring out drinks…. Now that I’m thinking about it, maybe looking magnificent is a bad idea,” he supplied, twisting Del’s hair around his finger for a moment before he dropped it and locked eyes with Del once again. The stare was intense, and Del felt himself shrink back despite his pride.


	It was rare that he saw Venture looking serious, but as soon as the expression came, it was gone again, and Venture’s face fell back into the flirtatious grin that Del was so used to.


	“Just don’t be unfaithful to me, with all those other fae around,” Venture teased, and Del rolled his eyes before ducking under Venture’s arm to leave. “Don’t drink anything given to you, floret. You won’t like the outcome.”


	“I don’t belong to you,” Del grouched, “I’m around dozens of fae every day. It won’t be any different.”


	“Not like this,” Venture continued, trailing after Del slowly as Del made his way toward the kitchens. “With such debauchery, I wouldn’t be surprised if some stranger took a liking to you. Not all fae are as patient as I am.”


	“This is patience?” Del grumbled, picking up his pace as he rounded the kitchen. Thankfully, it was busy, and he was able to slip in toward the ovens, where he knew someone of Venture’s height would struggle to fit.


	“Don’t be like that, floret!” Venture called over the bustling crowd. A few people nodded their heads with respect as they passed him, but with the festival preparations in full swing, people were far too busy to stop what they were doing to let Venture through.


	By the time Del emerged from the other side of the throng, Venture was gone, which was as much a relief as it was a disappointment. He didn’t like being bothered and harassed by the gancanagh, but Del couldn’t help the thrill that he felt every time Venture pressed the envelope. He hadn’t been outright inappropriate like he had been that first night, but the flirtation was still flattering. No one ever flirted with him… and it felt like something out of one of the romance novels he loved so much. The only difference was that Del was convinced that Venture was going to grow bored of him by next month. Once he wasn’t ‘shiny and new’ anymore, Venture would move on. That was how men like him worked. That was what bachelors and philanderers did… and Del didn’t want to get attached to something that was only doomed to fail.


	The day passed in a rush, and Del’s hands stung with how much he had been cleaning and preparing food. The palace looked beautiful—somehow more so than it had when he arrived—with bushels of holly and garlands of winter flowers placed around the Winter Palace. Temporary structures had been put up outside, and icicles hung in the air like dancing candles, refracting the light of the moon.


	All the courts would be at the Winter Palace tomorrow at sundown, but Del was already at work far before then. All the servants were, and Sana had given everyone a new gown or suit to wear. Everything was spun from impossibly fine cloth, and the servants sported elegant gowns of blue and silver. The uniform was more beautiful than anything Del owned back in the Moral Realm, and he didn’t think anything more gorgeous could be made. That was until he saw the guests starting to filter in, and his attention was met with fancier and more elegant garments than humanly possible.


	The fae that arrived were wide and varied: with creatures as small as Del’s palm, and others dwarfing even Titus in size. Regardless of how attractive each fae was, their costumes were all refined and majestic, their identities concealed by masks made from winter roses, snowberries, and firethorns. With such splendour all around him, even in his courtly dress, Del could see all the servants fade into the background. The party was commencing, and there was no hesitation from any of the fae as they doused themselves in drink and began to dance the night away.


	The servant’s tasks were unquestionably less interesting, as maids and footmen alike rushed platters of exotic food and trays of alcohol out to the party. The kitchen was a war zone, and once Del had been given his tray of drinks, he tried to avoid going back to the kitchen as much as possible.


	Fae were eager to grab a glass, though, and Del found himself constantly lacking in supplies. It was easy to lose track of time and how full his tray was as he watched the fae spin across the dance floor. They were elegant and refined as any lord or lady back in the Moral Realm, but there was no shame or restraint. The fae weren’t subtle, and more than once, Del had seen fae pair off to kiss and pet one another with heavy hands, only disappearing into the darkness once they had both been worked up into a tizzy.


	No one seemed bothered by the display, and it became increasingly obvious that it was going to be like this for three nights without so much as a break. Either way, Del was transfixed by the beauty before him, the décor and the creatures seeming as if they were from a painting or a dream. There were even humans mixed into the crowd in the same finery, matching some fae as if they were pets. They didn’t look nearly as beautiful as the fae themselves, but they were joyous, and their fae partners didn’t seem bothered at all to have a human on their arm.


	Del felt a hand on his shoulder, and he startled before looking over to see Venture as he leaned down to speak into his ear.


	“Did Sana warn you not to accept an invitation to dance?” The gancanagh asked, his voice deep and only barely able to be heard over the music. His lips were so close to his ear, that Del could feel them brush against his skin, making the hairs on the back of his neck stand up.


	“Yes—” Del lied, flinching away as his tray of drinks rattled.


	Venture let him go with a grin, unbothered by Del’s rejection once again.


	“Good,” he mused, toying with the mask he had in his hand. It was on an elegant wand, and he held it up momentarily toward his face to show Del his whole costume.


	Venture’s snow-white hair was hanging loose around his face, but strands of crystal had been woven into the locks, making it look like water drops had frozen and been placed in his hair. It looked as delicate as a spider’s web with dew clinging to its strands, as his horns sported a net of fine beads to match it. Somehow his hair was the least impressive part of his attire, though, his milky complexion and hair bleeding seamlessly into the rich blacks and oranges of his suit. The costume was tailored to make him look as if he was wearing the beaded hide of a fox, the craftsmanship immaculate.


	It didn’t slip Del’s attention that the jacket was cut into a deep V, making it obvious that Venture didn’t have a shirt on underneath. It was obscene, and Del looked away as Venture brought his fox mask away from his face.


	“No one is giving my floret any trouble, are they?” he continued, keeping a respectful distance for the time being.


	“No,” Del chewed, annoyed that he was forced into answering the question with such a moniker attached to it. “No one is paying any attention to me.” It was the truth, and he was annoyed that Venture was paying him mind now, too.


	“Oh, on the contrary,” Venture mused as he stepped forward, holding his mask by his side. “I’ve noticed more than a few looking.”


	His voice came out as a purr as he reached toward Del, that knowing and overpowering smile back on his face as Del felt his back flush with heat. But instead of touching him, Venture simply took a glass off the tray Del was holding and tapped the flute with a manicured nail.


	“No drinking, Del,” Venture reminded him, as he leaned in, their proximity unwarranted as Del felt his hands shake and the drinks clink together on his platter. “Remember?”


	Venture took a healthy sip from his drink as he held Del’s gaze, that mischievousness swimming across his flawless features, the black and orange makeup making his ebony eyes all the brighter.


	“I won’t,” Del snapped as he recoiled further, bothered by how gorgeous Venture was. He was being taunted, and he didn’t like it.


	Venture just smiled and pulled back before taking a floating berry from his drink and popping it into his mouth.


	“Don’t miss me too much, I’ll see how you are in a few hours,” Venture instructed, and Del glared, disinterested in entertaining the idea that he would somehow miss Venture if he didn’t see him for the remainder of the night. But he didn’t have the chance to voice his distaste as Venture turned from him and wove into the crowd, disappearing from view.


	Del’s stomach gave an involuntary growl as Venture was swallowed by the ball, and Del was rudely reminded that he had been too busy to eat earlier in the night. Without a moon that travelled across the night sky logically, or a sun, Del had no idea how long it had been since he had eaten anything, let alone sat down.


	With the realization, his stomach started to ache with hunger pangs, and Del frowned deeply to himself, worried that he’d have to bother Sana or one of the other servants for food. There were trays of it out here though, surely, he could intercept someone and get a morsel to eat. Who knew how long he’d have to keep this up, and Del did not enjoy the idea that he and the rest of the humans would likely be worked until they couldn’t stand anymore. He hadn’t even gotten the chance to ask Sana when he was supposed to sleep! The fae didn’t seem constrained by the same need to rest, and Del worried that he would become caught up in the festivities and be forgotten by the housekeeper.


	Del retreated from the dance floor and out into the yard, hoping that he could find another servant and ask them about dinner. Del knew how court balls worked in the Moral Realm, but he had never attended many. His mother was too worried about him drawing attention, so Del only really knew how celebrations worked in theory, not in practice. He didn’t know how the servants operated in such a scene, or if it was normal to find the housekeeper and ask if he could eat.


	The kitchen was far too busy as it was, and Del had already been yelled at once for being in the way, so he avoided moving toward that part of the castle.


	Outside, the party was much more subdued, and fae seemed to be taking turns around the garden and the hedge maze, luxuriating in the glow from the icicles hanging in the air. Music was still playing, and Del could see a smaller band performing out here for the Earl’s guests. Things were romantic outside, and Del wandered about aimlessly, enjoying the scenery for the time being.


	Near the far end of the yard, he spotted another servant girl carrying an ornate tray of pastries and fruit. Everything was decorated immaculately; hors d'oeuvre spun with frozen curls of caramel, and strange meats Del had never seen before.


	He made his way toward the servant, trying not to draw attention to himself, so he wouldn’t bother their guests.


	Grimwald’s household was so large, Del wasn’t sure if he had ever spoken to this woman, let alone seen her, but she appeared human, and he hoped she would take pity on him as a fellow mortal.


	“Can I have one?” Del asked quietly as he stood beside the girl, nervous about being caught by one of the fae.


	“What?” The girl asked, sounding as if she had heard him fine, but couldn’t believe he was asking such a thing. “No, of course not!” She whispered back, talking under her breath. “Are you daft?”


	Del frowned, bothered that this servant was so steadfast in her duties and unwilling to let him eat even one hors d’oeuvre.


	“Just one, I won’t tell Sana,” Del urged, feeling his stomach twist with pain. “I didn’t get anything to eat before we started serving.”


	“Well, that’s too bad,” the girl scoffed, trying not to look at Del as she moved her tray to the other side of her body. “I can’t believe you. How long have you been here?”


	The servant was being condescending, and Del couldn’t really believe how staunch she was about following the rules. What harm was there in having one pastry? Surely, she’d done worse at her first Dawn Festival.


	“This is my first gala,” Del complained, trying to make the girl feel sorry for him, but all she did was scoff at him again and hold the tray out of his reach.


	“You’re that new mortal, aren’t you? The one that dresses like a girl and has Venture’s eye?” she asked, the question making Del flush. “Whether you have his favour or not, you can’t go asking for the fae’s food. If you want it so badly, ask him to feed you.”


	Del knitted his brows in and looked away, upset that this girl seemed to be jealous of the attention Venture was paying to him. He didn’t want Venture’s ‘favour,’ but the idea that he could just bat his eyelashes at the gancanagh and get what he wanted was even more upsetting. He hadn’t asked for the treatment; he was just hungry.


	“Fine,” Del relented, his shoulders tense with embarrassment. “I’ll ask one of the other girls.”


	“Idiot, you can’t—” the servant started to say in that same harsh whisper, but she was stopped before she could finish as a hobgoblin approached them and plucked a pastry from her plate.


	“Leave the tray,” the creature grumbled, his voice coming out as a growl, even though there wasn’t heat behind his words.


	The servant blinked at him and then let him take the tray from her hand before she curtsied and bowed her head.


	“Of course,” she complimented, polite as one could be before she excused herself from the floor, shooting Del one last stern look before disappearing.


	The hobgoblin didn’t say anything at first as he put hors d'oeuvre after hors d’oeuvre into his mouth, his sharp teeth gnashing together and making flecks of pastry splatter across his front. It wasn’t very gentlemanly, but Del tried not to flinch as the other ate, instead simply offering the tray of drinks toward the creature.


	He looked at Del and then cleaned his face, his mask pinned to the top of his head so he could eat.


	“You’re hungry?” the hobgoblin asked, taking one of the flutes and drinking it whole before discarding the glass and taking another from Del’s platter.


	“If I give you one,” the fae started, taking the last petit four from the tray and holding it between two clawed fingers. “You promise to eat the whole thing?”


	This hobgoblin lacked the gentlemanly quality Del had seen in the other fae, but he was the first to speak to him tonight. He seemed polite, despite the gruff way he spoke and his terrifying grin. Del couldn’t really tell what this fae’s intention was behind offering him food, but he didn’t have the mind to care as his stomach growled once again.


	“If you insist, sir,” Del agreed, trying not to sound over-eager or rude. He had been taught how to act around the gentry in the Moral Realm, and his polite address seemed to amuse the hobgoblin.


	“Here,” the creature offered, handing the tacky pastry over, the syrup around the hors d’oeuvre already dripping onto the ground in front of them.


	Del reached for the sweet, not really caring that it was smaller than the palm of his hand and that he would probably be sticky for the rest of the night. As he went to take the pastry though, the hobgoblin pulled back, thinking better of the offer.


	“What was that girl saying about Venture?” he asked, tilting his head to the side, a little conniving grin spreading across his face.


	Del pressed his lips together, deciding that it was best to smooth-talk this fae so he could eat something, rather than putting on the same aloof face he did around Venture. He wasn’t surprised that there was a 'catch’ to getting food from the hobgoblin, but the question wasn’t that difficult to answer.


	“Just that I should ask him for food, instead of her,” he explained, not reaching for the pastry, afraid that it would come across as rude.


	“Hmm…” the fae mused, his voice still carrying that same growl. “Something about his favour, is that right?” he pressed, wicked curiosity alighting behind his eyes.


	Hobgoblins were not attractive fae, and were even more bestial than Titus, but Del tried not to let that bother him. It was probably impolite, and he didn’t want to alienate the Earl’s guests. He also felt bad for judging a book by its cover and hoped that this fae’s kindness was genuine. Still, it wasn’t ideal that he was pressing Del for questions about Venture, but he was curious to understand the appeal that Venture had to this man.


	“Not really, sort of, I don’t mean to speak indirectly, sir,” Del said, bowing his head politely. “He has just been entertained by me lately. Nothing grander than that, I fear.”


	His answer didn’t seem unsatisfying to the hobgoblin as he nodded and then looked over his shoulder at the rest of the party.


	“Come then, little mortal. Someone might get upset at me for feeding you if that’s the case,” he urged, tossing the tray the other servant had been carrying onto the ground before turning away from Del and motioning for him to follow.


	Del trailed after him obediently as they went to the floating staircase that spiralled up to one of the balconies on the third floor, the space much sparser than the festivities below.


	Del’s stomach grumbled at him as they made the long climb, the petit four glistening in the moonlight and tempting Del mercilessly. But when they reached the top and the hobgoblin found a more secluded corner of the balcony, he offered the hors d’oeuvre to Del readily.


	“The whole thing now,” the goblin said, a barely concealed amusement behind his words as Del took the pastry from his hand.


	It was a simple sweet, but beautiful in its own right, with a plump gooseberry sitting on top of a tart, the whole thing drenched in sticky sugar. Del ate it without a second thought, the whole petit four fitting into his mouth easily as he crunched down on the succulent morsel.


	The flavour erupted in his mouth instantly, and Del had never tasted anything better. It was sugary and rich, the taste so divine that Del felt himself stagger for a moment as he chewed the lush treat.


	“Good?” the hobgoblin asked, his devilish tone lost on Del as he luxuriated in the pastry.


	Del just hummed a sound of agreement and nodded his head, the flavour washing over him and making him forget himself.


	“A drink to wash it down?” the fae asked, finishing his own glass before taking the tray from Del’s hands. He took the final flute from the platter and handed it to Del, the motion so swift that Del didn’t think anything of the offer.


	This hobgoblin was so nice, and Del couldn’t help but smile around his chewing before he took a ladylike sip from the beverage. It was rich as well, and Del closed his eyes as he let the bubbly liquid drench his tongue.


	“The whole thing,” the hobgoblin urged, and Del nodded as he tipped his head back and took a large gulp.


	Elation slowly ran over his body and up through his veins, making his back tingle with heat. It felt like he was losing sensation in his limbs, but at the same time, his nerves were sparking with enthusiasm, making it feel as if something warm was crawling over his skin.


	“What did you give them?” someone asked, but Del didn’t think he could open his eyes if he wanted to. Everything felt so good, even if some part of his mind was telling him to pay attention.


	“Just a bit of ambrosia,” the goblin chuckled. “I’ve always wanted to see what it did to them.”


	Del felt someone shove his shoulder gently, and he teetered to the side, the sound of amused laughter following the act. He wasn’t bothered by it, but it sounded as if he was attracting a crowd, and when Del finally managed to peel his eyes open, there were several people circling him.


	The fae all wore ornate masks and elegant gowns, and Del let their splendour hypnotize him. The colours and fabrics were divine, so much so that Del found himself inching closer to one of the ladies beside him, reaching for the hem of her sleeve. He rubbed the textured fabric between his fingers, absolutely obsessed with the sensation as the beading sparkled in the moonlight.


	“You’ve got a friend!”


	The crowd chittered at the comment, more people joining in to watch the spectacle.


	“Off, you dirty little thing,” the woman scoffed, and Del staggered backward, confused about where he was and what he should be doing.


	The laughter spun around him, and Del turned, hot under the collar as he tugged at his own clothing, wanting to find some relief from the heat. Suddenly everything was too bright, and he squinted hard as the room spun, each step feeling as if he was carrying a million pounds of weight.


	The laughter hadn’t died down, but as Del brushed past the guests, no one motioned to stop him, instead letting him wander inside the palace and down some passageway.


	The silence was nice, and Del didn’t realize how badly he had wanted to be away from the noise until he found somewhere quiet. It was still too bright though, and too hot, as Del suppressed a shiver, his body fluctuating in temperature.
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